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Hervé This, an eminent physical chemist known for his
contributions to molecular gastronomy, presents his new
concept of ‘Note-by-Note Cuisine’ (2014), on the idea that
it is crazy and absolutely unsustainable to transport food
which is about 90% water. He asks the crucial question:
Can we stop transporting water? Our answer is positive.
Today, tarhana is one the most-loved comfort foods of
Turkish cuisine. It is a hearty, umami-rich nutritious
winter soup full of the goodness and bounty of summer
months. New studies show that as a fermented product, it
is a functional food rich in fibre, probiotics, and nutrients.
It is best homemade, or prepared communally by shared
labour, but it is also easily adaptable to industrial
production. Another virtue of tarhana is, being a
desiccated product, that it is environmentally friendly. It
does not require energy for storage, has a smaller
transportation carbon footprint, and as Hervé This would
like, it is completely devoid of water.
In this paper we will delve into various aspects of
tarhana from its taste combination to the ingredients and
methods used in its making, its regional variations, and how
it is consumed. We deliberately do not delve into historical
accounts, which are already presented in our previous work
(Aras, et. al., 2020). Our objective is to give a general picture
on traditional tarhana preparation methods so that it can
serve as a guide for cooks to experiment with different tastes
and flavours. We show that tarhana is a model for the future
as a tasty, nutritious, environmentally friendly, sustainable,
innovative concept, open to new creations and
developments. It can be inspirational with endless
variations. All information in this paper has been extracted
from our previous work mentioned above, which the
information within has been gathered from field research
conducted by us. The said work has also won third place in
Gourmand Awards 2020 for a single subject category.
What is tarhana?
Tarhana is a desiccated product made by drying a
fermented mix of several food items, initially made only
with grains and yoghurt. Tarhana may be the original
dried soup, an invention dating back to ancient times. It
may be the first fusion food ever, a cross-cultural creation
of nomadic yoghurt-centric and agrarian grain-eating
cultures. The archaic form of tarhana is simply made by
combining yoghurt and wheat berries (whole wheat grain,
husk removed), yoghurt being a product of herding nomads
and grain being a staple food of farming communities.
Tarhana combines two essential food groups vital for good

health: carbohydrates and protein. In fact, tarhana is more
than likely the first conventional food that includes both
nutrients in a single preserved form.
The preparation of tarhana is simple. The wheat berry is
first cooked. The swollen grain is then mixed with strained,
salted yoghurt to produce a thick batter or sticky dough.
The dough is formed into palm-sized portions and dried.
Later, it can be reconstituted and cooked as a soup. Over
centuries, tarhana evolved into a complex product with the
addition of a variety of herbs, spices, greens, vegetables and
even fruits. The materials involved, either cooked or raw,
are worked into a pulp, and then mixed with the flour to
make into a dough. This mixture is further mixed with
yoghurt, fermented for several days, dried in pellets or
patties, crumbled, and dried further to end up as a
powdered soup mix. This is now the generic form of
tarhana, one of the most popular soups in Turkey.
Tarhana is a major winter provision, often prepared
during the harvest season by shared labour, neighbours
helping each other. Many tarhana types are also consumed
in a variety of ways, sometimes in porridge-like form, or in
making a meze. (1) Certain wafer-thin varieties can be just
nibbled as it is. New uses include using the powder as a
seasoning, a condiment, or as an alternative to breadcrumbs.
Methods and Variations of Tarhana
Tarhana is the name of both the product and the soup
made from it, but first and foremost, it is a food preservation
method involving fermentation and dehydration techniques,
enforced with the preserving qualities of salt and aromatic
herbs present in its composition. There also are tarhana
versions in paste form preserved in jars, usually in damp
regions where drying is not as efficient.
Generally, tarhana is divided into two categories: wheat
berry or grain-based and flour-based (2) (see Figures 1 and 2).
Another approach used to categorize tarhana is based
on the final form or shape of the tarhana: ball, pellet, or
round-shaped topak tarhana; sheet or wafer yaprak
tarhana, wet (not dried) yaş tarhana or ground toz
tarhana. (3) (see Figures 3 and 4).
Although this type of categorization is commonly used,
it makes more sense to classify tarhana as wheat berry
based-tarhana or flour-based tarhana. The first category
comes in various shapes and forms: like a meatball
squeezed in palm, having finger marks; in round, flat disks,
sometimes as big as plates; doughnut-shaped; or even in
forms resembling saucers, cups, or shot glasses, such forms
providing an increased drying surface. (see Figures 5 thru 9)
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Figure 1. Grain-based Göce Tarhanası; Malatya, Eastern Turkey.
(Photo by Seren Dal. Used with permission.)

Figure 3. Wafer-like Sheet Tarhana, Maraş, Eastern Turkey.
(Photo by Seren Dal. Used with permission.)

Figure 2. Flour-based Un Tarhanası, Uşak, Western Turkey.
(Photo by Seren Dal. Used with permission.)

Figure 4. Undried Yaş Tarhana, Kastamonu, North-Centre
Turkey. (Photo by Seren Dal. Used with permission.)

In the wafer-thin example, yaprak tarhana, the grainyoghurt porridge is spread on straw mats and dried into
brittle chips, which can also be eaten as is, or fried or toasted.
Early tarhana varieties were made with un-milled whole
grains. The tradition of drying yoghurt is still frequently
observed in Central Asia and Anatolia, called kurut and keş.
They are usually heavily salted and formed into pellets, balls,
patties or soap-like rectangular blocks. The original tarhana
was a continuation of this dried yoghurt tradition. The method
is the same. The only difference is the addition of cooked grains.
The simplest basic tarhana is made with cooked whole
wheat berries, bulgur or other grains combined with

yoghurt, ayran (4), or milk, and then dried in the shade
after being shaped into different forms or spread on sheets.
Today, tarhana is still prepared in Anatolia with this
method. Such examples are seen in various regions, from
Southeast Anatolia to the Taurus Mountains; from
Central Anatolia to the inner parts of the Aegean region
and reaching to Northern Greece including most of the
Aegean islands from Lesbos and Bozcaada (Tenedos), and
extending south to Crete.
The most popular, generic type of tarhana today is the
flour-based tarhana. The process for making this tarhana
involves making a medium-to-hard-knead dough by
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Figure 5. Tarhana shaped like meatball.
(Photo by Aylin Öney Tan. Used with permission.)

Figure 7. Plate-like Flat Tarhana, Beyşehir, Konya, Central
Turkey. (Photo by Seren Dal. Used with permission.)

Figure 6. Tarhana shaped in palm.
(Photo by Aylin Öney Tan. Used with permission.)

Figure 8. Doughnut-shaped Topak Tarhana, Ula, Muğla,
Southwest Turkey. (Photo by Seren Dal. Used with permission.)

mixing flour with yoghurt and other ingredients such as
tomatoes and peppers, fermenting the dough for several
days or even weeks, forming the dough in small patties, and
then going through a repeated cycle of drying, crumbling
and further drying until the end-product is a powder.
Adding vegetables, such as tomatoes and peppers, did not
happen until cultivation of these vegetables became
widespread throughout the Anatolian region. Examples of
these types of tarhana are more frequently seen in regions
that produce a diverse variety of agricultural products such
as the Aegean, Northern Aegean, Thrace, and Central
Anatolia.

What Does Tarhana Taste Like?
Traditional wheat berry tarhana combines the sourness of
the yoghurt with the semi-sweetness of the grain.
Interestingly, this contrast of flavours forms a certain
balance. As flour tarhana usually includes ingredients such
as tomatoes, peppers, onions, and herbs, its taste is more
complex, especially with the accentuated complexity of
fermentation. Today, the typical taste of tarhana often
recognized is the taste of fermented flour tarhana made
with yoghurt, tomatoes, and peppers. A distinctive
umami (5) taste is strongly detected in these tarhana types.
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There is another distinctive taste which is instantly
associated with tarhana. It comes from an herb, usually
recognized as the tarhana herb. Herbs and spices such as
wild thyme, dill, and fenugreek are also widely used.
Overall, tarhana hits many of the universally loved
flavours, combining sweetness, saltiness, sourness, and
hotness in a balanced way. It contains a certain sharpness,
displays a range of aromas such as yeasty, fruity, spicy,
earthy or herbal notes depending on the ingredients
involved, and bears a distinctive savoury umami taste,
making it appealing to many.
Ingredients Used to Make Tarhana
Here we group the most common ingredients used in
making tarhana, in order to show how diverse and
inspirational regional variations can be.

Figure 9. Cup-shaped Tarhana, Ürgüp, Central Turkey.
(Photo by Seren Dal. Used with permission.)

Generally, tarhana is associated with sourness, not
acidic sour, but more similar to sourdough bread. To
acquire this flavour, wheat berry tarhana is made with sour
yoghurt, while flour-based tarhana gets its tang with the
combination of sour yoghurt and fermentation.However,
while achieving this desired acidity, care is taken not to
have a bitter, spoiled or rancid taste. Depending on the
type of milk used to make the yoghurt, some tarhana types
might have a strong animalistic dairy odour. Some people
might find this an acquired taste, but many accustomed to
the taste long for it, as it is part of their traditional cuisine.
In other words, the sourness sought after is a unique
flavour of the tangy yoghurt or sour dough unto itself.
Certain types of flour-based tarhana are not fermented. To
achieve this much-desired sourness, tart fruits such as wild
damson plums, quinces, or cornelian cherries are used. On
the other hand, to get the desired sourness and zest,
chopped dried tomatoes, wild purslane, and other tart wild
herbs can be added to the mixture.
Another flavour that is commonly sought after in
tarhana, especially in flour-based varieties, is hotness or
spiciness. Undoubtedly, this taste preference developed
later. The use of Western Hemisphere origin red and green
peppers began once these vegetables became widely
cultivated in the Anatolia. Over time, spiciness in tarhana
became a desired flavour along with sourness. Although
the use of hot pepper is rare in grain-based tarhana types,
one unique example from the province of Elazığ is both
very spicy and very sour. Exceptions aside, wheat berry
tarhana types are usually just made with yoghurt and
wheat. However, over time it became a common and
customary habit to add spices when cooking the tarhana.
For example, grain-based tarhana made in Fethiye, Ula and
Muğla are specifically cooked with dried red chilli peppers.

Wheat, Flour, and Other Grains
Traditionally wheat is the preferred grain to make grainbased tarhana. (6) In certain instances, barley, millet and
corn are also used. Wheat is used as whole kernel or in
cracked wheat, semolina or bulgur form. First, it is soaked
in water. It is then cooked in water, whey, ayran or yoghurt.
Other grains are also used in this fashion. Although corn is
mostly used in the Black Sea region, there are corn added
tarhana types also around the Taurus Mountains. An
alternative to whole grains for making tarhana is flour. (7)
Flour-based tarhana usually uses wheat flour. The flour is
combined with the other ingredients to make a dough,
which is fermented or left to dry without fermentation. The
other ingredients are either pre-cooked or added to the
flour in a raw, pureed form, passed from a sieve. Generally,
yoghurt is added to the dough in the second phase after the
initial fermentation. The raw taste of the flour disappears
during the final fermentation stage which can last
anywhere from a few days to 3 to 4 weeks.
Yoghurt, Milk, Ayran, (8) and Other Liquids
Yoghurt is one of the main ingredients in tarhana. In
most literature on the topic, tarhana is defined as a
preservation method of yoghurt. Although there are a
limited number of tarhana types that do not include
yoghurt, it is still one of the essential ingredients. The way
yoghurt is used varies from region to region. While it is
sometimes used as is, it is sometimes diluted or strained
yoghurt. Moreover, sometimes the yoghurt is churned to
separate the butter and the remaining liquid, which is
called ayran, is used. To increase the sour taste of the
yoghurt or ayran, it is left to sit to further sour.
Traditionally, sheep or goat’s milk yoghurt is the common
kind of milk used to make tarhana. Today, cow’s milk
yoghurt is frequently used because of its availability.
Goat’s milk yoghurt is commonly used in the Taurus
Mountains where nomadic Turkish Yörük culture is
prevalent. Depending on the type of yoghurt used,
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Figure 10. Tarhana Herb, Kastamonu, North-Centre Turkey.
(Photo by Aylin Öney Tan. Used with permission.)

Figure 11. Fruit-based Kızılcık Tarhanası, Bolu, North-Centre
Turkey. (Photo by Seren Dal. Used with permission.)

sometimes the tarhana has a very cheese-like taste,
leather-like animalistic odours, or an extremely sour taste,
or is creamy like clotted cream. There are also certain
types that are made only with milk. Those are sometimes
called sweet tatlı tarhana although it doesn’t include any
sugar. (9) It is only so named to differentiate it as a
tarhana made without any sour ingredients.
In early documents, the
use of meat stock or bone
broth is frequently found.
The liquid was used for
cooking the wheat, but the
practice is now almost
extinct. In the final
cooking stage, some people
like to add chicken, meat,
or bone stock, or fry a little
mincemeat, in order to
enhance the flavour and
add some meatiness to the
soup, but generally
speaking tarhana is a
vegetarian dish.

province, chickpeas are used as the main ingredient instead
of the wheat berry or flour. In some regions, an equal
amount of pre-cooked and sieved chickpea is added to flour
to make the dough. At other times, pre-cooked legumes are
used just as using whole grains. Legumes, especially beans
or black-eyed peas are also frequently added to the
reconstituted tarhana soup.

Legumes
In some regions, legumes
such as chickpeas, white
beans, black-eyed peas,
broad beans, and lentils are
also added to the tarhana
mixture. Legumes give
more nutrition and body to
the mixture. In the case of
Adana, a southern

Figure 12. Tarhana Samples. (Photo by Seren Dal. Used with permission.)
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it its distinctive striking
red colour.
Although vegetables are
not used when making the
simple wheat berry tarhana,
we did come across
examples where finely
chopped tomatoes, peppers,
and greens like beet leaves,
spinach, wild purslane, (10)
or green pepper leaves were
added to the mixture. This
practice is mainly used to
prepare lesser-known
varieties made in the
eastern provinces of
Erzincan and Elazığ, and
some towns around the
Taurus Mountains. As
farming diversified in areas
where wheat berry tarhana
was still traditionally made,
vegetables were added to
Figure 13. Tarhana Samples. (Photo by Seren Dal. Used with permission.)
the recipe, hence becoming
Vegetables
a part of the tradition. These tarhana types are an example of
the transition of wheat berry-based and flour-based tarhana
Tomatoes, peppers, and onions are omnipresent in flourversions. We can summarize that the aforementioned
based, powdered tarhana, but a recent development. Western
examples constitute evidence of the evolutionary transition
Hemisphere crops made their way to the Ottoman territories
from the wheat berry tarhana to flour tarhana.
at the beginning of the nineteenth century, but wide
cultivation in Anatolia occurred after the founding of the
Turkish Republic in the early twentieth century. They quickly
became indispensable ingredients, and in a way, transformed
the traditional tarhana. Today, the tomato-red pepper duo is
an integral and essential part of flour-based tarhana, giving

Figure 14. Tarhana Soup.
(Photo by Seren Dal. Used with permission.)

Spices and Aromatic Herbs
Fresh herbs such as parsley, dill, and mint are frequently used
in the making of tarhana. Other fresh aromatic herbs such as
purple basil and sweet basil are regionally used as taste
enhancers. Wild herbs and spices are also widely used for their
aromatic and preserving qualities. The most frequently used
aromatic herbs are tarhana herb (Echinophora tenufolia),
fenugreek, wild dill, and wild thyme. (see Figure 10) Other
aromatic spices such as black cumin seeds, ground hot or sweet
red peppers, and crushed red peppers are also used. In many
regions, overgrown dill is dried and sold as ‘tarhana herb’,
which is considered a must ingredient when making tarhana.
Fruit
In regions where vegetables such as tomatoes and peppers are
non-existent, particularly in mountain and forest areas, cornelian
cherries and wild plums are frequently used to make flour-based
tarhana. Tarhana is also made in some regions with tart fruits
such as barberries, sour apricots, sour or wild apples, and quinces
and other wild berries. Such examples exhibit little sweetness, but
are savoury and have a distinct tartness. (see Figure 11)
Lastly, there are real sweet tarhana varieties. In this
category, the idea is same: A liquid, grape or mulberry juice
or molasses, and a grain, usually semolina or fine bulgur, is
cooked to a spreadable thickness. This is dried and cut into
bite-sized pieces to be stored. The result is a chewable,
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healthy, sweet snack, which may well be considered as the
ancestor of Turkish delight.
Virtues of Tarhana
Our research revealed that the world of tarhana is vast and
varied, ranging from the recognized types to the
unfamiliar and unusual varieties. It reflects the colourful
diversity of Anatolian cuisine. Though being a millenniaold food form, from the ingredients to the techniques
involved, from the pot to the plate, tarhana hits all the
keywords that are currently valid in today’s world and
offers us a brilliant concept, a sustainable idea for the
future. (see Figures 12 thru 14 )
Tasty: Tarhana contains all the universally loved
flavours, and above all, it is rich with savoury umami
flavour. The method is also open for new taste
combinations, introducing new flavours to the everevolving tarhana scene.
Nutritious: Tarhana is a balanced food having the
essential nutrients carbohydrates, and proteins, plus a
variety of beneficial herbs and spices. It is rich in fibre and
pre- and pro-biotic properties that comes from the
fermentation process.
Innovative: Tarhana as a concept is a brilliant idea. It is
more than a mere ingredient or product. Grasping its core
idea, it can be globally adapted, making way for many
variations, as has happened in Anatolia.
Versatile: Tarhana is a flexible, adaptable, multi-faceted, and
an all-round product, which can be used in a variety of ways.
Economic: Tarhana makes use of the end-of-the-season
vegetables and other ingredients. It is budget-friendly when
ingredients are plentiful, inexpensive and also a way to use
surplus produce and avoid waste.
Social: Tarhana preparation as a winter provision is a
tradition, almost like an annual ritual in harvest season, a
social act of solidarity and conviviality where neighbours
help each other in turns to get winter preparation done.
This tradition of sharing labour is called imece in Turkish, a
concept worth treasuring to be safeguarded for the future.
Environmentally friendly: Tarhana involves one of the
most energy-saving preservation methods ever: drying. It
also makes it totally in line with the concern of Hervé This:
‘Why should we transport water?’
Conclusion
The vast variety of ingredients incorporated into its
structure is proof that tarhana is a way of thinking, a

methodology open to new creations, and a tool we can
utilize in the future in times of scarcity and need.
Sometimes, the answer for the future is just in front of our
eyes. It is part of our heritage. We only need to see what we
already have, but with a different eye.
Notes
1. Meze is the generic name given to a selection of cold
and hot dishes, akin to tapas. The Turkish meze table
features many small plates enjoyed with long hours of
drinking and socialization.
2. Göce tarhanası; göce meaning wheat or grain in regional
dialects; Un tarhanası; un meaning flour in Turkish.
3. Topak tarhana: topak meaning round-shaped; yaprak
tarhana: yaprak meaning leaf or in this case meaning
thin sheet-like form; yaş tarhana: yaş meaning wet or
damp, or not dried; toz tarhana; toz meaning powder,
ground in Turkish.
4. Ayran is the name given diluted salted yoghurt drink,
but it also applies to buttermilk and whey, the liquid
that separates from the milk or yoghurt when it is
churned to make butter.
5. Defined as the fifth taste, in addition to sweet, sour,
salty and bitter, the savoury umami taste in tarhana
comes from the use of both umami-rich ingredients
such as tomato and tangy yoghurt, and also the
fermentation process.
6. Wheat is called buğday in Turkish, but depending on
its region, wheat can also be called gendime, gendüme,
yarma, dövme, or göce. The latter is used when naming
grain-based tarhana.
7. Flour is called un in Turkish In literature, though not
used in daily language, flour-based tarhana is usually
referred to as un tarhanası, to differentiate it from the
grain-based ones.
8. Ayran, here it applies to whey, or buttermilk.
9. Tatlı tarhana; tatlı is sweet in Turkish, in this case
bearing not-sour meaning.
10. Portulaca oleracea; An edible succulent fleshy-leaved
plant, eaten as salad green or cooked as a vegetable. It
has a slightly acidic sour taste.
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